
Wolr iec l  about  g ia rd ias is ,  the  Foresr

Service ancl National Park Service encour-

age Sierfa l-r ikers to either f i l ter or treat

the i r  water  because i t  cou ld  be  unsafe  to

dr ink  G iard ias is  i s  caused by  the  in tes t ina l

parasite, Giardia lamblia. According to the

Nat iona l  Ins t i tu tes  fo r  Hca l th  (NIH) ,  i t ' s

t ransnr i t tec l  th rough contac t  w i th  in fec ted

feces ,  e i ther  d i rec t l v  (such as  be tween ch i l -

dren) or indirecth',  t l . rrough food and water

contamrnated with c_vst-containing feces

(see s idebar )  Ch i ld ren ,  espec ia l l y  d ia -

pered chi ldren and toddlers being toi let-

trained, and famil ies with young chi ldren

who attend day-care centers shoulder the

greatest r isk of developing giardiasis,

Danny Bo iano,  aquat ic  eco log is t  fo r

Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks

says, "There's no evidence that the water

in the parks is unsafe." The NPS recom-
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mends treating or f i l ter ing water as a pre-

caut ion ,  espec ia l l y  fo r  inexper ienced h ik -

ers and campers Recent studies indicate

that giardia incidence is extremell ,  low in

the wilderness of Yosemite, Sequoia and

Kings  Canyon,  But  Bo iano caut ions ,  "We

can't say definit ively that there's no giardia

anywhere  because the  who le  S ie r ra  hasn ' t

been sampled  "

Giardiasis isn't  a national ly noti f iable

d isease.  S t i l l ,  the  Centers  fo r  D isease

Control (CDC) reported that between 7979-

1988,  g ia rd ia  caused an  es t imated 4 ,600

hospital izat ions per year throughout the

entire United States, The CDC also report-

ed giardia frequency increased between

1992-1997 with 43 states now feport ing the

parasite. New York, with 3,673 cases in

I99 t-,  had the highest incidence

Some 7% of Americans are suspected to

be carrying giardia with chi ldren being the

most l ikely to be infected. "The seasonal

peak  in  age-spec i f i c  case repor ts  co inc ides

wi th  the  summer  recrea t iona l  water  season

and might ref lect the heavy use by young

children of communal swimming venues,"

the  CDC repor t  s ta ted

For  S ie r ra  h ikers ,  the  most  in te res t ing

part of the CDC report is that during the

s tudy  per iod  abso lu te l l ,  no  cases  o f  g ia rd ia -

sis were reported from Cali fornia.

There are several factors working

against establ ishing viable populat ions of

giardia in the High Sierra. Trophozoites

can't  survive outside of the host Giardia

cvsts cannot remain viable more than 2-3

m o n t h s  i n  f r c e z i n g  r e m p e r a t u r e s  C y s t s

encased in snow or frozen lakes probablv

d o n ' t  l a s t  r h e  w i n t e r ,  C y s r s  L h a t  m i g h t

remain encased in feces on, or under the
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soi l  surface, wi l l  probably not survive the
winter 's sub-freezing temperatures either.

Though giardia is known to infecr
domestic and wild animals (cats, dogs, cat_
t le, deer, bear, rodents and beavers) no
evidence exists for i ts spread in the back_
country by packstock, During the summer
of 2003, Bob Derlet,  MD, professor of med-
icine from the University of California at
Davis, hiked i85 miles between yosemite

and Sequoia National park col lect ing sam_
ples of "road apples" to address the poten_
tial health r isks to people drinking from
Sierra streams.

Dr Derlet found encouraging news for
bo th  packers  and backcount ry  h ikers .
"Pack animal manure commonly encoun_
tered by backpackers on Sierra Nevada
trai ls contains large numbers of commen_
sal enteric bacteria normally found in ani-

ma ls .  Human pathogens w i th  po ten t ia l
medical importance are present but have a
low preva lence, "  Der le t  says .  Bac ter ia l
pathogens were found in two specimens
(of 23) collected from wild animals while
giardia was identified in one pack animal
sample near Tuolumne Meadows.

Derlet bel ieves the seriousness of being
exposed to giardia in national park wilder_
ness has been over emphasized. , ,The aver_
age concentfat ion of less than ten cysts per
1000 l i ters reported in studies of Sierra
Nevada wilderness water poses minimal
r isk to humans." That 's a frequency lower
than what is allowable in San Francisco and
Los Angeles, both of which import vast
amounts of Sierra water for municipal use

"Iow pathogen numbers tel ls me that
the park service is doing a wonderful job of
preserving the backcountry, especial ly

Allhough the Foresl Service ond Nofionol pork
Service soy there is no evidence of unsofe
woler, they recommend fillering or treoting
woler os o precoution (inser, this poge)
Author, Peter Stekel, o Sierrq hiker since
1965, sfill rorries woler lreqlment ond o filter,
but hqs olso leqrned to,,Drink Smqrl".

compared to what could be done without
any restr ict ion and monitoring,, '  Derlet
says. "In many wilderness areas of
Cali fornia where there are catt le and sheep
grazing," pathogenic forms of e.col i  are
common.

But how to explain the known inci-
dence of diarrhea in Sierra hikers?

If it's from giardia, the affected person
has a greater chance of having picked i t  up
from another member of their party.
Remember, i t 's commonly spread by direct
fecal-oral or food-borne transmission. The
same could be said for bacterial contami_
nation. Poor personal hygiene is a more
l ikely cause for most hiker diarrhea.

Avoiding giardia or pathogenic bacteria
from possibly contaminated water is easy,
but problematic. Water treatments relying
on iodine or chlorine have been found by
the CDC to be less effective than fikers
because they're highly dependent on water
temperature, pH and cloudiness, V,rater f i l_
ters may remove giardia but not al l
pathogens. Easi ly clogged wirh sediments,
f i l ters aren't  suited for extended tr ips.

If  concerned with water qual i ty the best
advice appears to be learning how to
"Drink Smart." Get water from large fast_
f lowing streams or at lake inlets Since gia-
rdia cysts don't  survive Sierra winters, any
contamination begins fresh every year.
Spring runoff therefore is safer than sum_
mer or fall. And so is water at higher eleva_
tions where reduced human and animal
presence means less opportunity for cont_
amination. Final ly, avoid water passing
through heavi ly human or animal impacted
areas. Boi l ing water for several minutes is
an tnconvenient option, using lots of fuel
which has to be carr ied. The best  ̂ way to
avoid getting sick while hiking is to do
what your mother always told you: , ,Wash

your hands." sx
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